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Milestones Matter: The Children’s Agenda
Reviews the New York State 2025-26 Budget

Governor Hochul and the New York State Legislature made important investments in economic security for
children and families across the state this year. Reducing child poverty, increasing access to child care, feeding
students in school, and supporting babies at birth — all are significant actions in the effort to ensure the health,
education, and success of children. We applaud policymakers for delivering on these priorities.

That said, we are also frustrated by the State’s continued failure to invest in solving New York’s broken Early
Intervention program. And we are concerned about the missed opportunity to invest in the child care
workforce, the inaction on universal pre-K, and the failure to address youth mental health needs.

Our progress in New York is threatened by federal budget actions currently under consideration in Congress,
including deep cuts to Medicaid and SNAP. These basic needs programs support our most vulnerable children
and families — rural and urban alike. Cuts in federal funding could force the State to reduce allocations in the
just-passed budget later this year.

Now is the time for New York State to prioritize the most vulnerable children and families and minimize the
harm caused by federal actions. While some new proposals in the State’s budget do just that, more and bolder
actions are needed in education, mental health, and Early Intervention.

Child Poverty

TCA Recommendation: TCA strongly urged adopting the NY Working Families Tax Credit. This new credit would
combine and replace other tax credits to put even more money back in the pockets of families with children,
ensuring that families living in the greatest poverty who were previously excluded receive meaningful relief for
their family budgets.

Result: The Governor and Legislature made significant improvements through a $600 million increase to the
Empire State Child Credit, benefiting an estimated 1.6 million families and reducing poverty statewide by 8.2%.
The NY Working Families Tax Credit was not adopted.

We celebrate this milestone towards realizing the promise of the Child Poverty Reduction Act and achieving the
Child Poverty Reduction Advisory Council’s goal to cut New York’s child poverty rate in half by the end of 2031.
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The expanded Empire State Child Credit triples the credit for children under 4 years old to $1,000 and, on
average, doubles the value for all families. It increases the credit amount to $500 for children ages 4 through 16,
and removes the income level phase-in, making the full credit available to all families with low income.

Local Impact: We anticipate that Monroe County families will receive more than $40 million from the Empire
State Child Credit when this expansion goes into effect, up from the $21.4 million received back in 2022.

The State took additional steps to address aspects of child poverty:

Universal free school meals: The budget includes $340 million to
establish a Universal Free School Meals program, making all 2.7 million
New York students eligible for free school breakfast and lunch regardless
of income. This policy applies to every public, charter, and nonprofit
school student, beginning in the 2025-26 school year, provided their
school participates in the federal school lunch and/or breakfast
programs. With this new funding, Brighton, Fairport, Honeoye Falls-Lima,
Penfield, and Webster school districts would be eligible to participate in
the universal free meals program. Pittsford could choose to participate,
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Baby benefit: The State budget includes $8.5 million to fund the New
York State BABY (Birth Allowance for Beginning Year) Benefit, which will
provide $1,800 in support upon the birth of a child to 5,000 low-income
families receiving public assistance.

Housing: The State established a $50 million, 4-year housing voucher pilot supporting families experiencing
homelessness or at imminent risk of losing their housing.

As members of the New York Can End Child Poverty coalition, we thank Governor Hochul and the State
Legislature for their responsiveness to the calls from advocates to provide economic relief to children and
families across the state.

Child Care

TCA Recommendation: TCA advocated for moving towards universal access to affordable, high-quality child care
with racial equity as a priority. Child care helps families achieve economic security and provides a nurturing
environment for children to explore, play, and learn. Investments in child care help make New York a more
affordable place to live for tens of thousands of families. Specifically, we encouraged lawmakers to:
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¢ Increase state funding for the Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) by $S300 million to account for
growth in CCAP enrollment.
¢ Create a permanent state child care fund to increase child care worker compensation statewide.

Result: We applaud Governor Hochul and the Legislature for making a
substantial investment in the State’s Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP),
and we are disappointed they did not act to improve compensation for
child care workers.

The State budget invests $2.2 billion in child care statewide, which includes
an additional $400 million to prevent CCAP closures. Of that $400 million
investment, $350 million is available for New York City (requiring a 1:1
match of City dollars). $50 million is allocated for CCAP in all other counties
in New York. If New York City does not draw down the full $350 million, the
remaining funds would be available at the same 1:1 match rate for non-
NYC counties.

The State’s continued investments will address current and impending
shortfalls in funding that have led to CCAP closures or waitlists in 15
counties and New York City.

Local Impact: Monroe County will receive a $5.9 million increase in CCAP funding if it demonstrates sufficient
need for the funding.

We are deeply disappointed by the State’s lack of investment in the child care workforce. New York’s progress
toward universal child care will stall without further support for child care workers, who are among the state’s
lowest paid workers. Because of the lack of continued funding, this critical workforce will see their pay decrease
this year, which perpetuates the cycle of poor staff retention and child care closures.

The State took additional steps to address aspects of child care:
e A new Coalition for Child Care: Made up of business leaders, labor unions, service providers, and tax
experts, the Coalition’s purpose is to make quality child care more affordable and accessible to families.
e Building and renovations: The Governor and Legislature approved $110 million to build new and
renovate existing childcare facilities, particularly in child care deserts.

As members of the Empire State Campaign for Child Care, we applaud the milestone investment in CCAP
funding and are disappointed in the failure to address the workforce shortages through equitable
compensation. Further action is needed to ensure quality child care in every community throughout the state.
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Kids Can’t Wait

TCA Recommendation: TCA led the statewide campaign to address the crisis in New York’s Early Intervention
services through:

e Shortening Early Intervention (El) wait times by increasing rates
by an additional 5%, to be funded through an increase in the
Covered Lives assessment.

¢ Funding a comprehensive review of New York’s El program to
bring it into compliance with federal law and enact reforms to
effectively meet the needs of young children and their families.

Result: Governor Hochul and the Legislature failed young children with
developmental delays and disabilities again. The State made no new

investments to shorten wait times for infants and toddlers in need of KI DS
therapy and services and ignored the Early Intervention reform bill
(A.283-A/S.1222) that would have begun to address the structural WAI T
problems with the program.

The State’s failure to act harms 65,000 infants and toddlers with developmental delays and disabilities across
New York each year. These children are eligible for — but not receiving — important Early Intervention services,
which is a violation of federal law. Up to 20,000 babies and toddlers languish on wait lists and lose opportunities
to develop to their full potential each year.

For the second year in a row, New York is ranked 50th in the nation for timely delivery of Early Intervention
services. This is a shameful statistic, and a glaring failure in supporting young children and their families.

Education

Cell phones in schools

TCA Recommendation: TCA supported limiting the use of cell phones in schools as a worthy goal, provided that
the policy does not suspend students for merely using a cell phone, that parents and students are at the table to
craft their schools' policies, and that after-school programming is the priority for creating outlets for students
other than social media.

Result: We applaud the Governor and Legislature for adopting a cell phone ban that makes common sense
exceptions for cell phone use based on student needs, provides for parent and student input in crafting local
policies, and prohibits suspensions for violating the policy.
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The State has adopted a “bell-to-bell" ban on cell phones for the entire school day, effective in the 2025-26
school year. Local policies must be developed in consultation with parents and students. The ban allows for
exceptions, including for healthcare-related reasons, translation services, emergencies, and on a case-by-case

basis. Students may also use a cell phone if it is part of their IEP or 504 plan. Students may not be suspended
solely for using a cell phone.

Foundation Aid
TCA Recommendation: TCA advocated for improvements to the formula for Foundation Aid to better represent
the full cost of an adequate education and use the best measurements of student need. Specifically, we
recommend:

e Distinguishing between high and low concentrations of poverty and types of special needs

classifications, as well as new weights for SIFE students, Mckinney-Vento students, and students living in
foster care.

e Use a more accurate and timely measure of poverty than the 2000 census and Free and Reduced Lunch
counts.

¢ Fully integrate Pre-K into the foundation aid formula to ensure high quality and sustainable early
childhood programs.
e Update the regional cost index.

Result: While the Governor and Legislature made long overdue changes to the poverty data used in the
Foundation Aid formula, the formula remains largely the same. The state will replace outdated census data
with Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates, and count “economically disadvantaged” students instead of

Children ’s Published May 20, 2025

Contact Brigit Hurley bhurley@thechildrensagenda.org
Smart Choices. Bold Voices. Learn more at thechildrensagenda.org



mailto:bhurley@thechildrensagenda.org
https://thechildrensagenda.org/

using the number of students eligible for free or reduced-price meals. But no further action was taken to
account for higher concentrations of poverty in a district, or for children classified as special needs, SIFE,
McKinney-Vento, or foster care students.

Local Impact: Monroe County schools will receive just under $88 million in additional Foundation Aid funding in
2025-26, an increase of 7.9% over the 2024-25 school year. The Rochester City School District will receive an
additional $50.2 million, an increase of 8.9% over the current school year.

Pre-K Funding
TCA Recommendation: We recommended adopting a Universal Pre-Kindergarten model that keeps up with
rising costs by recalculating the per-pupil amount annually and indexing to K-12 funding increases.

Result: The Governor and Legislature made no changes in the UPK per-pupil amount. This inaction provides no
relief from the current UPK funding methodology, which disadvantages districts who created UPK programs first
by capping their per-pupil allocation. Without reforms to the flat funding model, the Rochester City School
District and districts like it will continue to face immense challenges in trying to maintain programs. Yearly
inflation and rising costs erode the frozen funding, leading to spending cuts and decreased quality over time.

Mental Health

TCA Recommendation: TCA encouraged investing $195 million to increase resources and remove barriers for
youth in need of mental health services.

Result: Governor Hochul and the State Legislature allocated no additional funds. We are disappointed that the
budget doesn’t provide additional resources to support youth mental health. When students are struggling with
their mental health, they often struggle with their schoolwork as well. Concentration and motivation become
more difficult for students who are depressed or anxious. Most troublingly, when children are unable to access
support in a mental health crisis, there is a higher risk they may harm themselves.

Summary

The 2025-26 New York State budget contains some milestone wins for children and families — and some big
misses. We are grateful that Governor Hochul and the State Legislature listened to the calls of advocates and
took bold actions to boost economic security and health for New Yorkers. These gains could be threatened
unless additional investments are made in areas missed this session.

For further reading on other statewide issues, check out the Last Look review from our partners at Schuyler
Center for Analysis and Advocacy.
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